
The fi rst two winters the interagency plan was in ef-
fect were relatively mild, with below-average snow-
pack. During these winters, a relatively low number 
of bison moved toward the park boundary, and the 
bison population continued to grow despite the kill-
ing of some animals. As a result, hazing and capture 
activities at the park boundary increased. Less than 
4% of the population was captured and tested at the 
boundary facilities during the plan’s fi rst three years, 

but that number rose to nearly 12% in the winter of 
2003–04. The percentage of the population that died 
as a result of management plan actions rose to nearly 
8% for the 2002–03 and 2003–04 winters, but fell 
to less than 3% in the winter of 2004–05. In 2004, 
the fi rst vaccination of Yellowstone bison began on 
calves and yearlings captured at the north bound-
ary facility; the practice was extended to the west 
boundary facility in 2005.

The current interagency bison management plan 
is another step in a long history of changing ideas 
about bison conservation. Although regarded as an 
icon of Ameri can wildlife, for most of the last 150 
years the bison has been subjected to eff orts to re-
move it from Western ranges or manage it as domes-
tic livestock. Con gres sional eff orts to halt the slaugh-
ter taking place across the West in the 19th century 
were opposed by those who hoped that elimina tion 
of both bison and nomadic American Indians would 
hasten set tle ment by home       stead ers with livestock.

By the 1890s, most American Indians were on reser-
vations and Yellow stone was the last refuge for wild 
bison, but it lacked the means to protect bison from 
poachers. In 1902, with the herd down to 23 bison, 
the park purchased 21 bison from privately owned 
herds. To help ensure population growth, these 

animals were fed and bred in Lamar Valley at what 
became known as the Buff alo Ranch. 

As the herd increased, the captive bison were 
released to join the park’s increasing herd of free-
roaming bison. But starting in 1925, concerns about 
bru cel losis and how many bison Yellow stone could 
support led to periodic culling. During the next 40 
years, park staff  also reduced the elk herds in order 
to limit winter mortality and maintain a pre sumed 
“balance” between bison, elk, and their forage. How-
ever, by the 1960s, public opposi tion and evolving 
views of wildlife management brought herd reduc-
tions to an end. Instead of focusing on individual 
plants and ani mals, park man agers now try to pre-
serve the envi ron mental pro ces ses that shape an 
ecosys tem over time. 

Most animals in Yellowstone are subject to diff erent rules when they leave the park, but bison require special atten-
tion because many have been exposed to the bacteria that causes brucellosis, a disease that also infects domestic cattle. 
Yellowstone has worked with the state of Montana and other federal agencies to develop a plan for managing the bison 
population in a way that protects both its wild and free-roaming charac ter istics and the health of Montana cattle.
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Free-roaming bison
in Yellowstone

Why has Yellowstone 
agreed to a plan that 
permits killing bison?

How has the new plan 
affected the  bison
population?

The National Park Service was established in 1916 
to manage the parks so as to “conserve the scenery 
and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife 
therein and to provide for the enjoy ment of the 
same in such manner and by such means as will 
leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future 
generations.” 

This does not mean that Yellowstone National Park 
can preserve the life of every individual wild animal, 
whether inside or outside the park. The priority is to 
preserve native animal populations of suffi  cient size 
in their natural habitat so that each species will be 
present in the park for the long term. 

Ideally, wildlife in the park is intensively managed 
only when necessary to protect human life or prop-
erty, or to help in the sur vival of threat ened or 
endangered species. Realistically, we know that 
wild life does not recognize the park’s boundaries, 
and the surrounding states bear the primary
responsi bil ity for regulating wildlife outside the 
park where unlimited bison population growth can-

not be accepted. Although the U.S. Forest Service is 
required by federal laws to pro vide habitat for bison 
and other native species, its mandate to provide for 
“multiple use” includes providing range for domestic 
livestock that graze under federal permits.

To try to prevent all bison depar tures by the use of 
hazing or fences would be detrimental to bison and 
other wild animals. By helping to prevent the com-
mingling of bison and cattle, the plan allows some 
bison to range freely outside the park, reduces the 
number of bison that must be killed, and helps pre-
serve a viable bison population in the park.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture and the state of 
Montana have initiated a study to determine the fea-
sibility of identifying disease-free Yellowstone bison. 
If feasible, a quarantine procedure would provide a 
method for the translocation of bison testing nega-
tive for brucellosis that would otherwise be sent to 
slaughter. As a species conservation measure, these 
bison would be sent to locations with small bison 
populations or to help establish new populations.

The number of bison leaving the park each year is 
aff ected by herd size and winter conditions. Dur-
ing the severe winter of 1996–97, which began with 
a popu la tion of about 3,400 bison, hun dreds died 
of natural causes and, because of an interim bison 
management plan then in eff ect, more than 1,000 
were killed when they attempted to leave the park. 
During the mild winter of 2000–01, when the popu-
lation was esti mated to be 2,870, fewer than 50 bison 
left the park and only six were killed.

Since the time when hunting for profi t threatened to 
eliminate all big game animals and their pre da tors in 
the West, a view of wildlife has evolved that enables 
many spe cies to thrive on both public and private 
lands. It may be necessary to limit the presence of 
wild bison out side of places like Yellow stone Na-
tional Park, but with adequate safe guards in place, 
the preservation of the spe cies and the environmen-
tal processes that shape these ecosystems can be 
ensured.

Population estimates and management actions, November–June 2001–2005

 2001–02 2002–03 2003–04 2004–05

Late winter count/population estimate 3,300  3,100 3,620 4,063

 Management actions 

 Capture and testing 

 Bison captured and tested at park boundary 129 16 425 214

 Bison released after testing negative 63 8  207 83

 Lethal removals  

 Bison sent to slaughter after testing positive 66 8 217 110

 Untested bison sent to slaughter 133 235 59 1
 Bison shot because they could not be hazed  3 1 4 1

 Total bison mortality resulting from plan 202  244  280 112

Summer count/population estimate 3,916 4,070 4,240 4,879
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The primary goals of the Interagency Bison Manage-
ment Plan (IBMP) are to:

� Maintain Montana’s brucellosis-free status by 
reducing the risk of bison transmitting brucello-
sis to cattle.

� Preserve a population of more than 2,300 free-
roaming bison (late winter count).

The plan was agreed to by the state of Montana, the 
National Park Service, the U.S. Forest Ser vice, and 
the Department of Agriculture in December 2000. 
To achieve the plan’s goals, some bison that leave 
the park may be killed each year. However, in con-
sidering a range of alternatives, the agencies rejected 
those that would have an unacceptable impact on 
the overall population of bison, other wildlife, or 
eco logi cal proces ses, or on the experience of park 
visitors, or that would not ade quately safeguard 
livestock from brucellosis. 

Montana has been designated brucellosis-free by 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture since 1985. This 
enables live stock owners to export their cattle with-
out testing and restrictions. This plan is designed to 
assist the State in maintaining that status.

Brucellosis is caused by the bacteria Brucella abor-

tus, which can infect both wild animals and domestic 
livestock. It is trans mitted primarily through contact 
with the afterbirth residue from an infected cow. It 
is generally not sexually transmitted, so infected 
male animals are unlikely to pass it on. Human infec-
tion (from consuming unpasteurized dairy products 
from infected cows) was once a serious problem, 
but is now rare in the United States. Brucellosis was 
fi rst detected in Yellowstone bison in 1917. It was 
probably transmitted by domestic cattle raised in the 
park in the early 1900s to provide meat and milk for 
visitors. 

Based on testing conducted on part of the Yellow-
stone bison pop u lation, it is believed that about half 
of the animals have been exposed to the bacteria, 
and fewer than that develop an infectious reaction 
to it. Bru cel losis may cause some preg nant bison to 
lose their calves, but over the long term it has not 
limited population size. There has been no known 
case in which wild bison have transmitted brucel-
losis to domestic cattle under natural conditions, but 
the possible consequences are too serious to permit 
bison that may be infected to commingle with cattle.What happens to bison 
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To try to eliminate brucellosis in bison in Yellow-
stone by applying the same method as that used for 
livestock would require capturing and testing all the 
bison on an ongoing basis, slaughtering all bison that 
test positive for exposure to the bacteria, and shoot-
ing any bison that refused to be herded into the test-
ing facility. This approach has been used with much 
smaller bison herds, but it would be neither feasible 
nor appropriate in Yel lowstone National Park. The 
best available brucellosis vac cine can reduce the 
number of bison and cattle susceptible to infection 
by brucel losis, but it is not 100% eff ective. 

Research is under way to develop a better vac cine for 
wild bison and a safe way to get it into non-captive 
animals. The National Park Service is committed to 
eff orts to eliminate brucellosis from the ecosystem 
over the long term, but that is not possible with the 
cur rently avail able methods. The interagency plan 
is there fore designed to reduce the risk of bison 
transmit ting the disease to cattle. Brucella abortus 
is also pre sent in a small percentage of Yel low  stone 
elk, but the risk of trans mission is considered much 
lower because of when and where elk cows calve.

Bison are often on the move across the landscape as 
they graze. Most bison remain in the park during the 
winter, living off  stored fat as snow and ice make for-
age diffi  cult to reach. But by early spring some bison 
usually leave the park following established routes 
in the Yellowstone and Madison river valleys lead-
ing them into Montana. Here, the elevation is lower, 
the snow and ice pack less, and the foraging easier. 
These areas are part of the bison’s historic range, but 
they include public and private lands that are also 
used for cattle grazing in summer. Although bison 
outside the park usually return by late spring, the 
interagency plan is designed to ensure that they are 
not on summer cattle ranges when cattle arrive.

Under the interagency plan in eff ect since the winter 
of 2000–01, park staff  and Montana state employees 
monitor the two main bison exit areas from Novem-
ber until June.

� Bison that cannot be hazed back into the park 
may be captured, tested for exposure to brucel-
losis, and sent to slaughter if they test positive. 
Bison that cannot be hazed into the capture facil-
ity may be shot.

� Bison that test nega tive may be released, but the 
number allowed to remain outside the park is 
limited to 100 in each of the two IBMP manage-
ment zones (see map).

� If the popula tion estimate exceeds 3,000 before 
the calving season, captured bison may be killed 
without being tested.

� If the population estimate drops below 2,300 
during the winter, consideration will be given to 

increasing the use of non-lethal means of control 
at the boundary.

� After the bison vaccination program is fully im-
plemented, some untested bison will be allowed 
to remain in the IBMP management zones.

� Bison are allowed to remain in some areas of  
national forest in Montana where over lapping 
use of range with livestock is very unlikely.

Wyoming permits up to 15 bison bulls beyond the 
park’s east boundary on the Shoshone National For-
est where cattle are not present. If any bison cows or 
more than 15 bulls remain there from July through 
January, hunting permits are issued to remove them. 

The Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks is in charge of managing the limited public 
hunt for bison from the Yellowstone herd that enter 
Montana. For more information on the hunt, please 
visit <http://fwp.state.mt.us/hunting/bison.html>.


